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Yemen: current situation and background
For over 20 years, President Ali Abdullah Saleh 
kept tribal and north-south divisions in check. His 
regime broke down in 2011 as a result of 
Yemen's Arab Spring, sparked by pervasive 
poverty, unemployment and corruption. 
Violence and chaos are on the rise, particularly in 
the south. Powerful tribal groups and Islamist 
militants may overwhelm those demonstrating 
for democracy through descent into civil war. 

Events in June  
Al-Qaida and other Islamist militant 
combatants have captured towns in southern 
Yemen, where military, police and local 
officials have left their posts. Reuters reported 
300 members of Yemen’s security forces 
defecting to the opposition on 29 June; 
though fighting between the country's armed 
forces and militants was also taking place.  

President Saleh was injured on 3 June during 
shelling. By the end of the month he was still in 
hospital in Saudi Arabia, unable to return 
because of the severity of his injuries. 

The newly created post of EU special 
representative for the southern Mediterranean 
region involves chairing a taskforce covering 
the EU response to democratic uprisings in the 
region.   

January to May 2011 
A popular uprising, demanding political 
pluralism, started in January 2011, driven by 
economic deprivation. The regime reacted 
with arrests, beatings and even killings, 
particularly in the south. This enraged the 
youth movement and attracted more 
supporters despite pro-government counter-
demonstrations being organised. On 18 March, 
government-backed snipers killed 52 
protesters. 

Having lost support from the US and military 
leaders, President Saleh agreed to resign and 
leave. He reneged on his promise in late May.  

Large demonstrations then took place 
throughout the capital, Sanaa. This was 
followed by intense fighting between Saleh's 

security forces and Hashid opposition 
tribesmen. Other tribes and Islamic militants 
joined in. 

A grouping has formed comprising the 
country’s most powerful tribal confederation 
(the Hashid), top Islamic clerics, many senior 
ex-Saleh regime figures and the opposition 
Joint Meeting Parties.  

The EP in April condemned the violence 
against demonstrators and called for a 
peaceful democratic transfer of power. 

Background data 
The country has a distinct tribal based north 
and much less tribal south. There are strong 
feelings in the south, which was independent 
until 1990, of northern discrimination. Tribal 
and inter-tribal rivalry is widespread.  

President Saleh has been in power since 1978, 
and from 1990 president of unified Yemen. He 
was re-elected in September 2006 for a seven-
year term. He has brought together secular 
groups with military, tribal and civil roots and 
with no overriding ideological commitment. 

In 2008 Yemen was ranked 140th of 167 
countries in a democracy index by the 
Economist Intelligence Unit.   

Central government control is weak outside 
the main towns, where well-armed tribes 
largely hold sway.  

Since 2004 there has been a "Huthi" insurgency 
in the north, protesting against the 
government's cooperation with the US "war on 
terror". In the south, Al-Qaida has been rising. 

The military is fragmented between personal 
fiefdoms. Saleh's relatives command the well-
armed Republican Guards and other key 
security forces. 

Yemen's estimated 2010 GDP was US$32 bn. 
Oil exports provide most revenue. This is 
declining as a result of the unrest.  

The population has grown rapidly (2010 
estimate: 24 million).  


